[Degenerative and age-related alterations of the spine].
Degenerative alterations of the spine occur in an individual-specific manner with increasing age. This is not only dependent on external factors, such as hard physical labor over many years but can also be genetically influenced as demonstrated in recent studies. The spinal cord is well-protected within the spinal canal but can be impaired by degenerative alterations of the intervertebral discs and functional spinal segments. Depositions or narrowing of nerve structures can cause lasting pain or focal neurological deficits, such as paralysis or sensitivity disorders. These complaints can slowly develop over years, e.g. by a gradually increasing bony narrowing of the spinal canal (spinal canal stenosis) or can occur suddenly, e.g. an acute herniated disc. However, low back pain is much more common and occurs in approximately 80 % of people sometime during their lifetime. It is necessary to recognize the normal age-related anatomical alterations in magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), particularly for intervertebral discs in order to interpret these correctly. Knowledge of the spectrum of the various age-related degenerative processes which can occur in intervertebral discs and vertebral bodies is necessary to be able to differentiate them from pathological alterations. This is important because therapy decisions are often made as a direct result of MRI.